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Welcome to our Fire Fighter 
Magazine – Fourth Edition

We welcome you to our 4th edition of the 
volunteer fire fighters magazine. 

The Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
represents all volunteer fire fighters in 
the RFS. We are the only volunteer 
fire fighters association that does this 
independently of RFS control.

We are all about commonsense fire 
fighting. Never forget that we, the 
volunteers are the backbone of the Rural 
Fire Service and without us the service 
could not function. All we demand is 
equal rights with the paid RFS staff but 
this is simply not the case. If, for example, 
a conflict arises between an unpaid 
volunteer and a staffer, the paid employee 
will have access to legal representation 
– funded by the RFS structure- yet the 
humble volunteer must pay his own 
legal costs. The RFS staffers also have 
the Public Service Union to turn to. This 
system leaves us, the volunteers, severely 
disadvantaged.

On another issue, I believe that we, the 
volunteers, should have much more say 
through the RFSA. As it is, we comprise 
99% of the fire fighting force yet only 
get 50% representation. The staffers – 
only 1% of the RFS – have 50% of the 
say. This ensures a political dominance 
which protects and entrenches the RFS 
hierarchy.  THINK ABOUT IT!

As your President I believe it is extremely 
important that the volunteer fire fighters 
are listened to and given far more say 
in the elected positions, such as Senior 
Management Teams (SMT). When a 
position has to be filled in your area the 
suitable candidate should be interviewed 
by a panel of group captains and captains 
and not just sent from RFS Head Office to 
fill that position. 

The volunteer fire fighters have to have a 
workable relationship with the RFS FCO 
or those in other positions. 

The recent findings/recommendations of 
the Victorian Black Saturday Bushfires 
Royal Commission are questionable. One 
of those findings I would question is the 
placing the power lines underground. 

A retired Country Energy employee, and 
well respected friend of mine, said if you 
had a blackout from a lightning strike for 
example, where you were out for 2 hours, 
it would take 2 weeks to find it under 
ground, so think about that one. 

Most of you would have heard by now 
about the new Isuzu fire truck with 146 
new tankers out around the state. The 
F-series Isuzu Cat 1 bushfire tankers are 
fitted with a diesel particulate diffuser, 
essentially a filter that traps the black 
smoke emitted by the engines.

This filter super-heats the trapped 
particles reducing raw emissions by up to 
80% during a 20 minute burn off.  
This is where the problem starts in doing 
this burn. It throws out a flame from the 
exhaust which is below the truck chassis 
with the potential of starting a fire with 
dry litter on the ground. Every time this 
burn takes place it uses 7 litres of fuel 
and wastes valuable fuel which would be 
better used in powering the truck.

The VFFA believes that the F-series Isuzu 
fire tanker is not acceptable, unless 
there are major changes to the exhaust 
system. One proposal the VFFA would be 
recommending is that the exhaust system 
be relocated through the tray of the 
tanker where the exhaust stack is vertical 
with protective shields around to prevent 
any OH&S issues.

At present fire fighters have to have eyes 
in the back of their head to see what’s 
happening out the back of the fire truck. 
In my area central west NSW after this 
wet season the grass is up to a metre 
high, if we have to go in and chase a 
fire down we don’t want to be worried 
about starting fires behind us. This is 
unacceptable. We are there to extinguish 
the fires not to start them.

This is a OH&S issue and the question 
arises who is responsible for this decision 
to approve this fire truck to use as a fire 
tanker?

Yellow shirts are still a concern to 
volunteers. Our sources are telling us it’s 
now up to version 9 .The VFFA wants to 

know whose decision it was to produce 
this yellow shirt that very few volunteers 
wanted. RFS Head Office were told the 
volunteers did not want this as PPE. VFFA 
sources have stated this has cost RSF 
Head Office so far, somewhere around 
$700,000. If this is the case heads should 
roll. Volunteers would have been quite 
happy with the blue drill shirt. 

This again shows that there is no 
consultation.

The VFFA has been informed by sources 
that there are a number of brigades in 
NSW without a fire tanker in their brigade. 
If this is the case could you please let the 
VFFA know about it, so we can inquire 
into this problem.

The current state government allocated 
$90 million dollars in their last budget for 
extra fire tankers to go out across the 
State. We believe that priority should be 
given to those brigades that do not 
have one.

This winter we have seen above average 
rainfall so during summer we will have a 
tremendous amount of fuel loading on the 
ground when it dries out. 

This season’s grain harvest will have a 
greater impact than usual because the 
drought has ended.

 In some areas farmers have had no real 
income for the preceding 10 years.  The 
bumper crops are set to produce a very 
large amount of stubble in the paddocks. 
Header fires are always a worry so please 
protect yourself and neighbours against 
this menace by being vigilant at all times.

I wish you all well this fire season and play 
safe.

Cheers

Peter Cannon
President of the Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association. 
PO Box 148, Peak Hill, NSW 2869 
E: peter.cannon@volunteerfirefighters.org.au
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Letters to the Editor

Have you heard the expression “Where the bloody hell are you?”. This applies to our zone and I’m sure other zones in the state. In the years I have been a member I could count on one hand (in any one year) the times we have seen paid staff at our station. We work for our community any time of the day or night-go missing for days on end when necessary and we are proud to do this. I had the misconception that they are there to look after us. With the introduction of computers & EMAIL this keeps them all tucked up & tidy in their air con offices. Begs the question “where the bloody hell are you?”

PS Word of warning NEVER expect an apology from a paid staffer.
Judy Camm, Tanilba Brigade

Dear Peter

I’m not sure whether the RFS does not know or are not wanting to know but it has come to my attention the model FTS ISUZU category one 
tanker, has a problem with its ability to stay in four wheel drive (4WD) whilst descending steep hills under engine break, when the problem was 
reported to our zone office it was stated that the issue was a release of wind-up.

Not being happy with this comment I did some research and it was acknowledged by other people that there is a common problem with the 
trucks under load downhill jumping out of 4WD. Most tankers are not subject to the type of use to cause the problem so the incidence of the 
issue is low I would feel. But the feeling of the rear wheels skidding over a metre on a steep slope is terrifying to say the least. I was informed by 
some people that if I were to look at the dash at that particular time that I would notice the 4WD light go out momentarily. The tanker concerned 
has since been for the necessary repairs but the problem has still not been acknowledged as an OH&S issue.

Yours sincerely, Timothy Cathles

Dear Sir

To add to my last piece two publications of the VFFA magazine ago (below).

The fire tanker an FST model category one, was sent for inspection and repairs. The service team could not make the tanker 
“jump” out of 4WD, but I would hardly think that the back roads of Queanbeyan can be compared to the country of the Wee 
Jasper area. Also after inspection, some gears were replaced showing signs of wear, this is on a vehicle with only 57000 km 
on the clock. No account of the repairs was directed to the captain but to another member of the brigade and no apology has 
been given or an acknowledgement of this being an OH & S issue and it is not to be followed up. I can only agree with the 
email received, of not to expect an apology from paid staff.

I can also understand the anxiety of some brigades from the way in which guidelines are setup for election of office bearers, 
but this too is where the paid staff have the volunteers over a barrel. The fact that they can use service standard 2.2.2. to their 
advantage or if they feel that a group of brigades cannot be trusted to elect a satisfactory person in their eyes, where they 
(“The Local Fire Authority or Fire Control Officer”) “must determine the criteria to be satisfied by candidates for election”, this 
as I understand it, is only for group officers at the moment but it could easily be extended to other positions at the “stroke of a 
pen”, with little or no consultation for the volunteers, as has been the case of most of the service standards. 

Our own zone was branded with this and volunteers were made to sign a legal document that could have the potential to make 
a volunteer responsible for actions on a fire ground that maybe out of their control. Some very able people were discriminated 
against with this document because of an unwillingness to sign it (and most likely again at the upcoming election for group 
officers). We are volunteers after all. The document was provided to a solicitor for their comment with a revised version 
provided back to the zone manager. The general meaning of the document was still intact (to have read and understood their 
responsibilities of the position), but no provision for retribution included. The revised version was read but no attempt was 
made to alter the original. Various meetings were held with comments from the zone manager and questions whether he had 
adhered to service standard 2.2.2. the answer was of course yes.
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THE VOLUNTEER 
FIRE FIGHTERS ASSOCIATION
PO Box 148, Peak Hill NSW 2869

Protecting the Community 
& the Environment

This association is a stand alone Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association representing the views of volunteers. We are a 
non-political organisation that is lobbying for urgent changes 
to bushfire management. The RFS hierarchy continually tells 
volunteers that they are the backbone of the Rural Fire Service. 
If this is the case, it is about time that we had a voice that purely 
represents volunteers!

Volunteers work to save and protect lives, assets, and the 
environment and promote fire mitigation. Volunteers need to have 
a greater voice in all of these areas. We must not forget that the 
volunteers are the ones who extinguish the fires. 

We need less bureaucratic structure, less red tape and more 
hazard reduction! Fire mitigation is the way forward. Currently our 
fire policies are dictated by green leaning conservation groups 
which have had undue influence on bushfire management. We 
must get back to the fire mitigation concept with widespread fuel 
reduction burnoffs in the off season.

The structure of the RFSA is 50% salaried staff and 50% 
volunteers. This means that volunteers will never have a majority 
voice so we, the VFFA, are inviting the volunteer members of 
the RFSA to join us in one united voice. Volunteer fire fighters 
have been left with no choice but to form their own organisation 
because their concerns have been ignored under the current RFS 
structure.

RFS funding is comprised of 75% fire insurance levy, 13.3% 
Shire levy while the remaining 11.7 % is a contribution from the 
State Government. The Shires do not have any say as to how 
this money is spent. In the newly formed Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association (VFFA), we have elected a Board/ EX-Council 
structure in place as well as a number of patrons and secretary /
treasurer.

We have a constitution, which is based along the lines of the 
volunteer SES Constitution; and are incorporated with the 
Department of Fair Trading. 

We have a website: www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au

We have a specific mobile phone number available to our 
members should they have any concerns or feel that they need 
our direct support: 0427 697 608. The VFFA is a state-wide 
organization and in time, we will promote a state-wide conference 
for all members to attend. We do have some policies currently in 
place however. These may/will be altered at the conference if it is 
felt appropriate.

The Shires Association supports us and we thank them for 
their support. We also have the support of The NSW Farmers’ 

Association which issued a press release to that effect in an 
interview with The Land Newspaper. NSW Farmers President 
Mr. Mal Peters said; ‘it is incredibly important that the volunteer 
bushfire fighters have an independent body to represent their 
concerns. There needs to be some common sense brought back 
into the way bushfire control is managed’ The new VFFA is about 
giving the volunteers that independent voice!

Timber Communities Australia has also offered encouragement 
to the VFFA & its Members, through its State Manager Mr. Peter 
Cochran. Mr. Cochran said that the Volunteers deserve to have 
a well-funded organisation with Government administrative 
assistance. 

I encourage all volunteers to join the new organisation and offer 
assistance wherever necessary to allow the group to succeed 
in its genuine representation of us, the volunteer! As volunteers, 
we need your support to spread the message throughout the 
shires and brigades. Further, we need support and funding & we 
need contacts, especially e-mail addresses and fax numbers of 
potential members.

Membership can be as a total brigade or single membership as a 
volunteer, what ever your choice. Membership is confidential and 
a $10 joining fee is all that is required.

Who we are:

The VFFA

(Volunteer Fire Fighters 

Association) is your Voice

You must help to drive it!  

It’s all about commonsense!

Please fax this or e-mail this newsletter to any 
NSW Volunteer Firefighter.

VFFA – Mobile Phone Contact – 0427 697 608
VFFA President – Group Captain Peter Cannon – 

p/f 02 6869 7634 A/H.

E-mail: peter.cannon@volunteerfirefighters.org.au

Alternate contacts are: 

Group Capt. Tony Ellis 
02 6869 7636 or 0427 697 634
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AIM:

The aim of the Senior Management 
Team is to provide a focus group for the 
volunteer brigade members and show 
excellent leadership and management 
skills in assessing their needs.

ROLE:

The role of the Senior Management 
Committee is to provide effective 
and practical advice on proposed 
management procedures that may require 
implementation affecting the volunteers 
at Brigade level. The Senior Management 
Team will be the first step in the 
consultative mechanism in dealing with 
disputes or complaints from volunteers 
within the Shire Council District. A Shire 
area basis would be a more workable unit 
for a number of reasons.

1. The ability to deal with local problems, 
and not be over-ridden by other Shires 
in the greater zone area, which may not 
have the same issues as the adjoining 
Shires, thereby having a more localised 
approach to any issues.

2. Shire Councils would feel more 
comfortable with finances and brigade 
truck allocations on a Shire by Shire 
basis.

MEMBERSHIP:

•	One full time staff member of the Rural 
Fire Service Zone or Team.

•	Other RFS staff as required, such as 
Learning and Development Officer for 
training issues.

•	Operations Officer for operational 
issues.

•	All Group Captains of that Fire District - 
Deputy Group Captains to be alternate 
members.

•	One representative of the Shire Council.

FUNCTIONS:

Chairperson – elected to position for 
2 year tenure. Rotating alternatively 
between staff and Group Captain.

Secretary – RFS Administration Officer.

PROCEDURE:

•	Chairperson - to convene meeting (if 
not already designated) but not less 
than twice per year. (If chairperson is 
absent from meeting - must nominate 
an acting chair).

•	Chairperson may call a special meeting 
at any time by notice in writing.

•	A meeting agenda will be distributed 
at least 7 days prior to the meeting 
by the secretary- agenda items to the 
secretary at least 14 days prior to the 
meeting.

•	Secretary to record minutes of the 
meeting and distribute minutes and 
action plans no later than 14 days after 
the meeting.

•	Quorum for a meeting is 50% of 
membership plus 1.

•	Brigade members may attend as 
observers but have no voting rights.

•	Brigade members may address the 

meeting at the discretion of the Chair.

•	Motions will be deemed carried by 

majority / consensus. 

OBJECTIVES:

•	Maintain a consistent and co-operative 

approach between RFS staff and 

the brigade members in dealing with 

management practices.

•	Encourage volunteer involvement in all 

aspects of RFS operational activities 

and the training environment.

•	Provide sound and objective advice 

in the areas of annual budgets and 

estimates, equipment and tanker 

replacement programs.

•	Ensure strategies are in place on 

Occupational Health and Safety in the 

training and operational workplace 

to reduce or eliminate risks that may 

cause injury or death.

•	Review Standard Operating Procedures 

regularly from Brigades and RFS to 

ensure compliancy is being maintained 

for the benefit of all volunteers & 

members of the RFS.

•	Encourage brigades to develop 

programs that assist the community in 

the prevention of fires or emergencies 

with the assistance of the Community 

Safety Officer. 

SENIOR MANAGEMENT TEAM 
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According to the Collins English 
Dictionary, the word “Communication” 
means a number of things such as; 
to announce, to convey, to declare, 
correspondence, dissemination, 
disclosure, to make a statement & so on.

Communication as we know it is more 
often than not, the root cause of all issues 
of conflict. The same could be said for 
so many of the issues we regularly face 
within the RFS?

I’ve said it for years & even our 
Commissioner himself has agreed with 
me that the root cause of so many 
issues emanating out of the RFS can 
be quickly traced back to one word...
Communication!

Or should we say; lack of?

Usually it’s due to a lack of...but more so 
it’s a case of poor quality & quite often 
the person responsible for the delivery 
of such. In our unique organisation, 
we all know that we have so many 
differing personalities be they in staff or 
in volunteers all wanting to do good but 
so often meeting head on with that one 
personality that does not necessarily 
agree with them & so issues develop. 

The RFS is an undeniably wonderful 
organisation that was created to make 
the public safe from the threat of 
bushfires in Summer & the volunteers 
who make the organisation what it is are 
an unbelievably proud & highly dedicated 
group of people. These days certainly 
our operational roles have broadened 
from that of years gone by but our 
principal role still remains the same. 
Since management of the RFS was taken 
over by the State, the organisation has 
undergone many & varied changes be 
they in the procedural way we do things, 
the legal changes we’ve faced, the greatly 
increased number of salaried staff, the 
greater level of personal responsibility that 
we as Officers of the Service take on & 
more.

Recently issues have developed from 
a range of subjects such as the Yellow 
T-Shirt, the relocation of equipment on 
tankers, security changes & volunteer 
access at Local Fire Control Centres & 
the most recent in that of the new Isuzu’s 

“Low Emission Exhaust System” having 
an ability to start a fire if not carefully 
managed, all of these have contributed 
needlessly to creating issues which all 
come back to that one word again...
Communication! 

So many people have indicated to the 
VFFA their unhappiness & anger at what 
originally appeared to be the loss of our 
beloved Blue Drill Shirt as it had for a 
short time been withdrawn from sale 
through the RFSA Shop...that was until 
“Communication” took place & the RFSA 
Shop was once again allowed to sell this 
item. 

So many members have paid for these 
shirts themselves over many many 
years because they feel comfortable & 
look professional in them; a shirt which 
currently costs them $54.00!

Now instead of alleviating the personal 
cost to volunteers in buying the Blue 
Shirts, a shirt they love, look good in & 
feel immensely proud to wear, instead 
of the RFS upper echelon being hailed 
heroes by supplying them, an entirely new 
design & colour was invented & as was 
the case in my district, with absolutely no 
consultation. It has been said that another 
organisation was the “communicator” 
to volunteers but sadly I hear no one 
agreeing. 

Then we have districts being 
issued with new tankers, 
something we certainly do 
appreciate very much but 
being told that you have to 
move the equipment used 
most often e.g. hoses, 
branches & fittings from the 
(LH) side of least risk...to 
the (RH) side of the tanker 
where traffic risk presents 
itself the most, can & does 
understandably tend to get 
the angst of so many officers 
increasing.

Add to this a phone call of great concern 
was made to the relevant senior person 
in charge of this area of concern at RFS 
Head Office & then not even receiving a 
return phone call of correspondence as 
was promised by this very person.

This is not only very poor “Communication” 
but extremely disappointing & highly 
aggravating. 

Then we have volunteers being told of 
new heightened security measures at 
their local control centre. Whilst we realise 
& respect that staff do need to keep a 
level of security in place & are absolutely 
without question, entitled to respect & 
privacy in their role in their work place, 
one tends to think that a better way of 
conveying this would be in not telling 
volunteers in a letter that they are to; 
meet & deal with staff through a window 
AND you now have to phone up & make 
an appointment to deal with staff.

Very poor “Communication” again!

This is simply working towards driving 
a massive wedge between staff & 
volunteers.

Then we begin receiving the latest Isuzu 
Cat 1 tankers & find that as part of their 
“Low Emission” system, from time to time 
the vehicle does a “Burn Off” of built up 
exhaust particles but mostly this is done 
AUTOMATICALLY as you drive along 
but there will be occasions in which the 
vehicle needs to stop & remain stopped 
for 20 minutes while it does a major  
“Burn Off”. 

Communications 
gone out the window...?

Jon 
Russell
Region East

The new Isuzu Cat 1 in South O...note the vertical exhaust pipes (Truck & 
Pump) with rain flap on each together inside the circled area!
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COMMUNICATION’S GONE OUT THE WINDOW...? continued

During the “Burn Off” process, diesel 
fuel is injected in to the Diesel Particulate 
Diffuser which forms part of the vehicle 
exhaust system. 

The addition of fuel is to heighten the 
internal temperature so as to eradicate all 
built up particulate matter.

*Black smoke from a Diesel engine is 
known as Particulate Matter.

Whilst I for one would always fully support 
the reliability of Isuzu Trucks since their 
introduction to our organisation back 
in 1991, I too am concerned by the 
extreme high temperatures expelled 
from the new vehicles exhaust system 
& the subsequent warning from Isuzu 
themselves in the owner’s manual & 
online video advising to park in a clear 
area & NOT to park the vehicle anywhere 
near combustibles or place the exhaust 
outlet near same.

I’ve witnessed this Automatic “Burn 
Off” activity on my new Cat 1 twice in 
250 kilometres & it’s quite a unique 
experience hearing the noise & feeling the 

amount of super heated air expelling & 
also bearing witness to how quick a piece 
of writing paper will ignite if held close. 

This “Burn Off” experience is something 
that needs to be kept a close eye on 
when in the field & particularly if off road & 
among bush or dry grass for while we are 
focussing on doing our job at an incident, 
we could inadvertently start another. 

Our drivers really need to focus on where 
we park our vehicles & the driver or pump 
operator will really need to keep a sharp 
eye out for any unnecessary issues.

It’s funny how all new Isuzu tankers be 
they Cat 1 or 7 in South Australia (CFS), 
Tasmanian Fire Service & Queensland 
Fire & Rescue are all having their exhaust 
systems directed under the tanker body 
& routed up behind the rear of the water 
tank with a vertical pipe & rain flap on 
top......obviously their engineers felt the 
need to make sure nothing ever goes 
wrong.

We invite you to check out Isuzu’s web 
site information:

http://isuzu.thefuelagency.com.au/
truckVideos/f7.html 

But again, for an issue so important; next 
to no “Communication” from the RFS 
until it blew up in the media & then we’re 
all told that; everyone on picking up their 
new trucks had received an in depth 
introduction to the new trucks particularly 
regarding the DPD system.

I would suggest that some people do 
their homework re making this statement 
because while some did.......many didn’t!

The sooner we people of the RFS, staff 
& volunteers collectively, make some 
serious & concerted efforts to start 
sharing what we know, then we’ll all be 
much the better for it. 

So let the RFS “Communication” 
revolution begin... 

*Jon Russell is the Captain of the Cottage 
Point Brigade within the district of Warringah/
Pittwater on Sydney’s North, has been a 
volunteer for 31 years & is deeply dedicated to 
everything that the RFS stands for.

New Tanker 

arrives 

Saturday 

14th August 2010

New Tanker from Isuzu
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The Bush Fire Coordinating Committee 

(BFCC) of the NSW Rural Fire Service 

provides a forum through which a broad 

cross section of Government and non 

Government organisations with an 

interest in the prevention, mitigation 

and suppression of bushfire can come 

together to develop and progress policies 

and procedures aimed at ensuring a 

coordinated, agreed approach to major 

issues.

The coordinating committee does not 

have an operational role although it 

assists the combat agencies by ensuring 

a firm basis of operational plans is in 

place.

I served as the representative of NSW 

Farmers Association for four years on 

the BFCC, a position now occupied by 

Graham Brown. 

Our role on this committee is to ensure 

that the voice of NSW Farmers is heard 

and the views of members across the 

state is considered in policy deliberations. 

NSW farmers Association has been 

successful particularly in having the 

lessons and results of the Goobang 

experience heeded. 

The influence of NSW Farmers 
Association on the BFCC is limited by 
both the role of the committee in the 
Rural Fire Service and the membership of 
the committee.

The role of the BFCC, as outlined above 
is limited primarily to policy development. 
While this is an important and necessary 
function, it does not allow any input into 
the strategic direction of the Rural Fire 
Service. Nor does it allow any oversight of 
the activities of RFS.

The membership of BFCC is largely state 
government department representatives 
such as: NSW Fire Brigades, Industry 
and Investment, DECCW, NSW Police, 
Human Services and Lands.

There are also representatives of Local 
Government, Shires Association and the 
Nature Conservation Council.

It is important for volunteers of RFS to 
understand the limited role of the BFCC.

The cumbersome membership structure 
of this body means that it could not 
perform any role other than that already 
allocated to it. 

The RFS Advisory Council (RFSAC) has 

a limited role. RFSAC has the following 

functions:

•	 to advise and report to the Minister 

and the Commissioner on any matter 

relating to the administration of rural fire 

services. 

•	 to advise the Commissioner on public 

education and service standards.

My view of this Council is that it should be 

disbanded and the functions transferred 

to a single policy body. 

The representation on a new policy 

Council would need to be changed 

by including genuine volunteer 

representatives rather than the appointed 

members of the RFSA. 

There is a requirement for an improved 

sense of ownership and belonging which 

would be facilitated by allowing volunteers 

from the membership of the VFFA to 

have direct input into the area of policy 

development.

Understanding Roles

Alan 
Brown
Region South
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Many volunteer fire fighters would 
remember a time not so long ago when 
the fire shed siren was the backbone of 
the alert system for rural fire brigades 
throughout Australia.

The familiar ‘wail’ of the fire shed siren 
reverberating across rural communities 
was the “call to arms” 
for volunteer fire fighters 
to don their overalls, 
muster at the fire shed 
and respond to a fire or 
other emergency. 

The fire shed siren 
served to alert the 
community of a 
fire, proclaimed the 
existence of the local 
rural fire brigade and, 
may have inadvertently 
encouraged residents 
to join their local rural 
fire brigade.

Those rural fire brigades 
fortunate enough to 
have a large air raid 
siren know first hand 
the effectiveness of the 
siren in alerting the local 
community to fire.

These sirens were capable of reaching 
noise levels approaching 130 decibels. 
To put this in perspective a large jet 
airliner typically generates a sound level of 
120 decibels while a gunshot generates 
140 decibels. 

The origins of the rural fire shed ‘electric’ 
siren in Australia date back to World 
War Two (WWII) where they were used 
to warn the population of impending air 
raids. 

Rural fire brigades, councils and 
communities across Australia acquired 
surplus electric sirens from civil defence 
departments after the war for the purpose 
of alerting fire fighters of a fire call. Prior to 
the electric siren, many rural fire brigades 
relied upon hand operated bells mounted 
atop a tower to alert volunteer fire fighters 
to a fire call.

Rural fire brigade shed sirens were 
generally mounted on timber poles 
usually around 20 or 30 metres off the 
ground (which often had the dual purpose 
of a hose drying pole), with some sirens 

mounted on the fire shed or important 
town buildings.

Sirens were traditionally activated at the 
fire shed and subsequently by remote 
automatic telephone activation. 

The fire shed siren has gradually 
been replaced by modern cellular and 

electronic paging 
systems as the primary 
call out system for 
volunteer fire fighters. 
This would come as a 
relief to the ‘NIMBYS’ 
(not in my backyard) 
residents aggrieved by 
the noise generated 
from rural fire shed 
sirens particularly on the 
urban/rural interface. 

Many rural fire brigades 
retain a fire shed 
siren for symbolic 
purposes however, 
in some brigades, 
the siren continues to 
augment the pager 
call out system and is 
invaluable should the 
pager system fail and, 
in remote areas where 
rural fire brigades are 
located outside the 

range of wireless communications.

Volunteer fire fighters may yet witness 
the revival of the rural fire shed siren 
in a different role. 
The interim report 
into the “Black 
Saturday” bushfires 
by the Victorian 
Royal Commission 
recommended that 
sirens be adopted as 
part of an integrated 
bushfire warning 
system to alert local 
communities of an 
impending bushfire and, 
that the Country Fire 
Authority (CFA) develop 
a state wide policy and 
guidelines for the use of 
sirens in bushfire prone 
areas.

Interestingly, the 
Victorian Government 
response to the 
Royal Commission 

The Fire Shed Siren 
Rises from the Ashes

Report by Andrew Scholz, Deputy Captain, Wilberforce Rural Fire Brigade

recommendation on sirens, supported the 
development of guidelines and, the use 
of sirens only where an existing siren was 
available.

This position fails to recognise the 
limitations of sirens identified by CFA 
volunteer fire fighters who responded to 
the interim report findings, by questioning 
the effectiveness of sirens during 
strong winds and the limitations of siren 
coverage. 

Indeed electric sirens are reliant on a 
power supply, require larger installations 
(i.e. fire poles and towers) compared 
to alternative warning technologies and 
only deliver a warning tone over a limited 
geographical area.

The interim report identified public 
awareness as a key issue underpinning 
the successful use of sirens as a bushfire 
warning system. 

Educating local communities in 
understanding what the activation of a 
siren means and how the public should 
respond to a siren, are important factors 
towards ensuring the long term viability 
of sirens as a bushfire warning system, 
provided the message is reinforced over 
time to counter public apathy.

An appropriate response to overcoming 
the limitations of sirens is their inclusion in 
an integrated bushfire warning system.

A suite of complementary bushfire 
warning systems 
incorporating the 
national telephony-
based warning system 
(NEWS) (a system 
in which warning 
messages are delivered 
to mobile phones based 
on the physical location 
of a handset at the 
time of the emergency), 
links to radio, print & 
television media, a rural 
fire warden system (akin 
to the flood warden 
system used by the 
SES) and strategically 
located town sirens 
would ensure that 
the limitations of one 
system does not 
prevent the bushfire 
warning being delivered 
to rural communities.

Rural Fire Brigade ‘Air Raid’ Siren in NSW

Traditional Pole Mounted Rural Fire Brigade 
Siren in NSW
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THE FIRE SHED SIREN RISES FROM THE ASHES continued

As the Victorian state government 
appears to support modifying the use of 
existing sirens from alerting fire fighters 
to a fire call, to warning the public of 
impending bushfire danger, the dilemma 
ostensibly confronting CFA policy 
makers is how reconcile the position of 
the state government which supports 
the use of existing sirens only, with the 
known limitations of siren based warning 
systems.

Reliance on existing sirens will be 
ineffective unless an audit of the existing 
fire siren infrastructure is undertaken 
and, where gaps are identified in siren 
technology, coverage and location, 
government funding is committed to 
improving the siren warning network.

Another issue that demands 
consideration is that the ‘wail’ tone 
typically associated with fire shed 
sirens is ingrained in the psyche of rural 
communities, as an alert to call out fire 
fighters to a fire call. It may be prudent 
for the States and Territories to adopt a 
unique national bushfire siren warning 
tone such as a hi-low tone which rural 
communities in high bushfire risk areas 
would come to associate as a warning of 
impending bushfire danger.

A unique national bushfire siren 
warning tone would necessitate State 
authorities funding the roll out of new 

siren technology however, it is argued 
that a unique national bushfire siren 
warning tone removes any confusion 
with the traditional fire shed siren alert 
tone, a factor that should resonate with 
rural communities. This approach has 
the added benefit of enabling rural fire 
brigades (if they chose) to continue using 
the fire shed siren to augment the pager 
call out system.

The United States experience has seen 
the establishment of a standardised 
warning tone classification system and 
the strategic installation of sirens, air 
horns and personal address systems in 
communities at risk of natural disasters. 
In known tornado regions of the United 
States, authorities have installed sirens 
at strategic locations with specialised 
tones that serve both to warn the public 
of impending danger from tornadoes 
and alert fire fighters to fires and other 
emergencies. This has been supported 
by public awareness campaigns to inform 
affected communities of the warning tone 
classification system.

The use of sirens as public warning 
systems in Australia in recent times is 
not without precedent with the Sydney 
CBD Emergency Warning System being 
a case in point. A series of ninety eight 
(98) electronic sirens were installed prior 
to the 2007 APEC conference in the 
Sydney CBD as a permanent public 

warning address system. The Country 
Fire Service of South Australia is trialing 
the reintroduction of sirens as a bushfire 
warning system in high risk areas of the 
state.

An integrated bushfire warning system 
incorporating the use of strategically 
located sirens is a proactive measure 
worthy of implementation across 
Australia. In this regard the development 
of a national consistent policy on bushfire 
warning systems to guide the States and 
Territories is advocated.

The Australasian Fire and Emergency 
Service Authorities Council (AFAC) as 
the peak industry body for fire and 
emergency service organisations in 
Australia in uniquely placed to take a 
lead role in the development of a national 
consistent policy and guidelines on 
bushfire emergency warning systems as 
the threat of bushfires is clearly a matter 
of national importance.

It is envisaged that in the absence of a 
national consistent policy on bushfire 
warning systems (incorporating the use 
of sirens), the state wide sirens policy and 
guidelines under development in Victoria 
will serve as an impetus for the NSW 
Rural Fire Service and other State rural 
fire authorities to develop comparable 
policies and guidelines. 

Lillooet Fire 2009
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Decision time for NSW 
approaches

This is the last opportunity to provide 
a comment for your magazine before 
the state election in March 2011. It’s 
timely therefore to spend some time 
reflecting on the record of NSW Labor in 
government – in particular in the area of 
bushfire management – and also provide 
an overview of the approach of the NSW 
Liberals & Nationals, if elected next year. 

Budget papers show that when NSW 
Labor first came to power in 1995-96, 
total expenses for the (then) Department 
of Bush Fire Services were $71M. Thanks 
to the emergency service levy on the 
insurance industry and contributions 
from state and local government, this has 
increased to an estimated $262M for the 
Rural Fire Service in 2010-11 (a figure 
which now includes the operation of 
Emergency Management NSW). Over the 
same period full-time staff at the RFS has 
increased from around 90 to 770. This 
is a remarkable increase which I know 
causes a degree of consternation among 
some volunteers. 

However, there is no doubt that the 
community’s expectations in terms of 
safety have risen significantly over the 
past decade. They believe an effective 
bush fire-fighting organisation, which 
also embraces community education and 
participation as a means to reduce risk, is 
now an essential government service. 

In a speech to the ‘Bushfire in a Changing 
Environment’ conference in Sydney in 
2004, the then RFS Commissioner Phil 
Koperberg spoke of the need to find a 
balance between fuel management and 
conservation objectives. I believe this 
goes to the heart of an ongoing tension 
within the government, and one which 
has never been effectively resolved by 
NSW Labor. This tension has been 
exacerbated by the ‘revolving door’ of 
NSW ministers for Emergency Services 
– seven since 1995, and none of whom 
have been prepared to do the ‘heavy 
lifting’ required to establish a firm policy 
direction for the long term. 

For example, at the time of writing we 
are still waiting the NSW Government’s 
response to the recommendations of the 
Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission. 
For our part, the NSW Liberals & 
Nationals welcomed the final report of the 
Commission which validated our position 
– and that of many others - on hazard 
reduction. 

The Commission made 67 detailed 
recommendations in areas ranging from 
Victoria’s safety policy, emergency and 
incident management, planning and 
building, organisational structure and 
monitoring implementation. One of the 
key findings was that:

“Prescribed burning reduces the number 
of bushfires because the take-up rate of 
fire in more recently fuel-reduced areas is 
low to zero, whether the ignition source is 
lightning or embers. Prescribed burning 
reduces fuel load and consequently 
reduces fire intensity. The intensity of 
bushfires and the average intensity 
of all fires will decrease as a function 
of the prescribed burning treatment 
rate, although overall fire frequency will 
increase.” [See section 7.2]

Prior to Black Saturday Victoria had 
an annual target of 130,000 hectares 
of fuel reduction burning, however the 
Commissioners recommended that be 
boosted to more than 385,000ha, or up 
to 5% of public land, from around the 
current 1.7%. This needs to be put in 
perspective with the NSW experience, 
where on average we have been fuel 
reduction burning only 113,000 hectares 
per annum over the five years to 2008-09 
(which at the time of writing is the most 
recent period for which official figures 
exist – there is no doubt the figures will 
improve as the government has frantically 
engaged in catch-up over the past 
months.) 

The true measure of the NSW Labor 
Government’s commitment to reducing 
bushfire risk in NSW is to what extent 
their response to the Royal Commission 
involves increased levels of hazard 
reduction. Although the NSW Liberals & 

Nationals do not support the application 

of percentage targets for hazard 

reduction as we believe they would lead 

to poor outcomes, we do believe much 

more can and should be done. 

The position of the NSW Liberals & 

Nationals in relation to a number of other 

priorities raised by your executive is 

outlined on page 35. As I note there, our 

more detailed policies will be released 

before the election, however I do want 

to take this opportunity to provide an 

overview of our broad principles in 

relation to the men and women of the 

Rural Fire Service.

We believe in a strong an independent 

Rural Fire Service – we won’t be merging 

the Rural Fire Service with the NSW Fire 

Brigades, nor will we be trying to revive 

Labor’s ill-fated plans for a super-ministry. 

We will ensure the welfare of existing 

volunteers and the attraction of new ones 

is at the heart of every decision made by 

government in relation to the RFS.

We will reduce any paperwork burden 

that can be shown to act as a barrier to 

hazard reduction.

We will use an evidence-based approach 

to bushfire risk management – for 

example, by publishing hazard reduction 

targets along with regular indicators on 

how we are meeting those targets. 

In the lead up to the next election I 

want to thank Peter Cannon and others 

involved in the VFFA for their support 

and assistance over the time I have been 

shadow minister. Irrespective of the 

outcome of the election I want to place 

on the record once again my greatest 

appreciation and admiration for our 

volunteer bush firefighters –  

true Australian heroes one and all.

Hon Melinda Pavey MLC
NSW Shadow Minister for Emergency Services
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One of the Isuzu N Series “pumpers” with the new exhaust filter.

NEW rural fire trucks recently delivered to crews 
on the Southern Downs could be death-traps 
in the making due to their eco-friendly exhaust 

systems.

Sydney media reported last week on fears raised by New South 
Wales rural brigades about the potential for the new technology 
used on the Isuzu trucks to spark grass fires, due to excessive 
heat generated.

While the Queensland Fire and Rescue Service (QFRS) said 
yesterday modifications on the same trucks used in this region 
should ensure the fire-starting risk was lessened, the Daily News 
can reveal that left unclogged the exhausts can trigger a ‘power-
down’ of the vehicles’ engines.

In what could be a potentially deadly scenario in a bushfire where 
fire-fighters need to beat a hasty retreat, it is understood power 
can drop as low as 30 percent, placing lives at risk if a fire-front 
gets out of control.

The new diesel exhaust system is used on many commercial 
trucks, but it has emerged that the kind of vehicle usage typically 
employed by volunteer rural firies at a fire scene – “stop and go” 
driving and extended idling – is most likely to cause the problem.

A QFRS handbook describes how the “diesel particulate filters” 
(DPDs) normally clear automatically once the vehicle has been 
driven for about half an hour.

But the frightening situation of a loss of power can occur 
with frequent stopping and idling leading to the exhaust filter 
becoming clogged and needing to be cleared manually, by the 

flicking of a switch on the dashboard following a warning light 
flashing.

With crews frequently outside the vehicle battling a blaze, they 
could be unaware the exhaust is clogged and would then face 
the chilling prospect of a truck in what the handbook describes 
as “limp home mode”.

To make matters worse, the problem can only be rectified by an 
authorised Isuzu repairer, meaning trucks could be off the road 
for days on end at the peak of the bushfire season.

A spokesman for the QFRS yesterday played down any safety 
risk, saying a second warning light now installed on the pump 
operator’s panel at the rear of the vehicles would warn a crew 
working outside that a “manual exhaust regeneration (clearing)” 
was necessary.

“The vehicle will enter power-down mode only if these indicators 
are ignored,” the spokesman said.

“The use of these environmentally-friendly vehicles is mandated 
by Australian standards and we have used them for two years.”

He said there were two such appliances in service in the Warwick 
region already, with a third due to be delivered later this year.

The spokesman said 
the QFRS had already 
modified its vehicles 
“with vertical exhaust 
systems to mitigate 
the risk of the hot 
exhaust gas causing 
grass fires”.

Safety Fears Over New Fire Trucks
http://www.warwickdailynews.com.au/story/2010/10/05/safety-fears-over-fire-truck-exhaust-isuzu-eco-/  

Report by Jeremy Sollars, 5th October 2010
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VFFA profi le

NAME: Tony Ellis

AGE: 64

FAMILY: 1 son, 2 daughters & 5 grandchildren

LOCATION: Tominley, Peak Hill Area, Narromine Shire

RANK: Group Captain

WHAT YEAR DID YOU BECOME A VOLUNTEER? 
1962

HOW MANY YEARS AS A VOLUNTEER? 
48 years

OCCUPATION? 
Farmer/Contractor/Semi Retired

WHAT DO YOU ENJOY ABOUT BEING A VOLUNTEER? 
Giving back to my community and camaraderie

GREATEST MOMENT AS A VOLUNTEER? 
Putting in back burns that successfully cut off raging wildfires

WHAT DO YOU LIKE TO DO IN YOUR SPARE TIME…Spend time with my 
family, socialize with friends. However as a Shire Councilor, President of 
the Peak Hill Ex-Services & Citizens Club and Committee Member of many 
Associations, I don’t have a lot of spare time.

5 PEOPLE YOU’D LIKE TO HAVE AT A DINNER PARTY AND WHY? 
Any 5 people who could try to justify to me the need for the ridiculous top 
heavy bureaucracy and over regulation we have had inflicted on our country.
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Jodie Grundy, 
Bargo was 

the winner of the 
Celestial 66cm TV

with compliments of 

HArVey NOrmAN 
eLeCTrICAL GOuLBurN – 

Downstairs Dimmey’s Building, 

Cnr Auburn & Montague Sts, Goulburn.
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4531 – EMERGENCY SERVICES – 
RURAL FIRE SERVICE VOLUNTEER WORKERS’ 
COMPENSATION

Mrs Pavey to the Minister for Planning, Minister for 
Infrastructure, Minister for Lands representing the Minister 
for Primary Industries, Minister for Emergency Services, and 
Minister for Rural Affairs – 

1. What arrangements are in place for Rural Fire Service (RFS) 
volunteers who are injured while engaged in RFS-related 
duties? 

2. a How are self-employed volunteer firefighters who are injured 
covered by workers compensation arrangements? 

 b How are workers compensation payment rates for self-
employed volunteer firefighters calculated? 

3. a How are retired volunteer firefighters who are injured 
covered by workers compensation arrangements? 

 b How are workers compensation payment rates for retired 
volunteer firefighters calculated? 

4. a How are unemployed volunteer firefighters who are injured 
covered by workers compensation arrangements? 

 b How are workers compensation payment rates for 
unemployed volunteer firefighters calculated? 

5.  Where an injured volunteer firefighter is a self-employed 
farmer who has no or little taxable income, due to 
circumstances such as drought, how are compensation 
payments calculated? 

6.  Are there any avenues of appeal for injured volunteer 
firefighters in the event they do not agree with 
determinations made under the arrangements noted 
above? 

Answer

1.  Volunteer members of the RFS who sustain an injury or 
illness resulting from an RFS-related activity are managed 
conjointly by the WorkCover Authority and the RFS. 
Arrangements for required treatments, rehabilitation and 
financial compensation are made in accordance with 
the Workers Compensation (Bush Fire, Emergency and 
Rescue Services) Act 1987, the Workers Compensation Act 
1987 and other legislative and regulatory instruments as 
applicable. 

2. a Self-employed volunteer members who sustain an RFS-
related injury or illness are afforded the full benefits of the 
volunteer workers compensation scheme. A number of 
additional compensation arrangements have been in place 
since September 2000 in recognition that standard financial 
benefit calculations were not equitable for self-employed 
members. Most recently the existing arrangements 
underwent a comprehensive review to evaluate their 
ongoing applicability and value to self-employed members. 

As a result, a number of enhancements were agreed 
between the RFS and WorkCover and have been in 
place for several months. They include the addition of 
new provisions for self-employed members working 
within business partnership arrangements and financial 
accounting mechanisms to more easily incorporate multiple 
salary streams into a financial benefit calculation. 

 b Workers Compensation payments for self-employed 
volunteers are calculated in the first instance using the 
methodologies within the relevant ActÚs. Where the 
circumstances fall outside the legislated methodology, 
special provisions may be applied that have a broader 
approach to salary assessment. The provisions allow 
flexibility in how salary may be calculated and the 
time periods utilised as a basis for such calculations. 
Other provisions for self-employed members include a 
mechanism which allows WorkCover to consider a method 
of calculation put to them by the claimant or a claimant’s 
representative. 

3. a Volunteer members who are retired from the workforce and 
who sustain an RFS-related injury or illness are entitled to 
the full benefits of the workers compensation scheme with 
the exception of the salary (make up pay) arrangements 
- which are only applicable to the loss of work-related 
earnings. 

 b Where salary compensation benefits are not applicable, 
all other workers compensation benefits apply. However, 
where a retired volunteer member has been doing part-
time work and is unable to do such work as a result of 
RFS-related injury, the salary make-up benefit would be 
calculated in line with established legislated methodologies. 

4. a Unemployed volunteer members who sustain an RFS-
related injury or illness are entitled to the full benefits of the 
workers compensation scheme with the exception of the 
salary (make up pay) arrangements. 

 b Where salary compensation benefits are not applicable, all 
other workers compensation benefits apply. 

5.  In the circumstance as described, the claimant may seek to 
have their earnings averaged over a period of time in excess 
of the normal duration (which is 12 months immediately 
preceding onset of injury or illness) in order to reach a value 
truly representative of the claimant’s situation. 

6.  Yes. In respect of a disagreement with the WorkCover 
Authority, a claimant may seek a Court determination 
under section 16 of the Workers Compensation (Bush Fire, 
Emergency and Rescue Services) Act 1987. In the case 
of a disagreement which may be managed by the RFS, a 
claimant or their delegate may make representation at any 
time to the Director Membership and Strategic Services, 
who will try to achieve a fair and equitable resolution, 
possibly through a determination by the Commissioner of 
the NSW RFS.

The Volunteer Fire Fighters Association has been seeking answers to this problem of SELF 
EMPLOYED INJURED FIRE FIGHTERS’ COMPENSATION and below at least is giving us a reply
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VFFA jumper polar fleece 
Colour  navy or royal blue 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
Sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl 
100% polyester

Price $59.95

VFFA drill shirt short sleeve 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
Colour navy only 
100% cotton 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $45.00

VFFA  t-shirt 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
colour navy or royal blue 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $ 39.95

VFFA jacket black with grey stripes 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH  
100% nylon  
100% polyester 
navy drill shirt short sleeve 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $ 119.95

VFFA business shirt short sleeve 
Colour light blue 
100% cotton 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $$47.00

VFFA polo shirt 
Colour navy or royal blue 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
SIZES s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl 
100% cotton 

Price $45.00

To order these products go to the website
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VFFA suede cap 
Colour navy/suede 
Embroided 
size adjustable 
100% cotton 
100% suede

Price $25.00

VFFA beanie 
Colour navy 
Embroided 
one Size fits all 
100% polyester 

Price $19.95

VFFA cap 
colour navy 
Embroided 
size adjustable 
100% polyester

Price $25.00

VFFA kids shirt 
Embroided (without patch) 
colour royal blue only 
sizes 2,4,6,8,10,12,14,16 

Price $29.95

VFFA emergency response first aid kit  Price $120.00

Embroided 
Contents: adhesive dressing strips, adhesive dressing tape, bag plastic assorted sizes, dressing non-adherent 
sterile, eye pads sterile, bandage gauze 50ml, bandage gauze 100ml, gloves disposable, rescue foil blanket, 
safety pins, scissors sharp/blunt stainless steel, forceps splinter stainless steel, eye wash, antiseptic swabs, 
triangular bandage, wound dressing number 15, first booklet, work cover approved first aid kit 

VFFA kit bag G2000 
Colour black 
Embroided 
Zipped front pocket 
2 x zipped pockets each end 
Large main compartment with u shaped 
opening 
Size 80cm wide x 40cm high x 40cm depth 
Fabric denier nylon

Price $69.95

VFFA stubbie holders 
Vffa logo printed 
Colour navy

Price $10.00

VFFA  sticker 
Length 210mm x  
height 75mm

Price $3.50

VFFA patch 
100% cotton 
Width 75mm x height 
100mm

Price $8.00

Protecting the 
community and 

the environment

To order these products go to the website
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Tanilba’s fire crew preparing for 
summer firefighting

every time volunteer 
firefighters respond to a 
call out and put on their 

fire fighting kit they place the 
needs of the community above 
their own.

When the call out comes, the 
volunteer down their tools of 
trade, lock up their shop, leave 
their farm, their home, and their 
family, not to mention their 
dinner, to answer the call.

Whether the call out be for a 
traffic accident, a roof blowing 
off in high winds, flooding, 
a home fire, a bush fire – 
whether the crisis is big or 
small – our volunteers are 
there.

In addition to call outs, volunteers 
also sacrifice their time for the 
rigorous training necessary to 
ensure that they not only know 
what to do in a host of different 
scenarios, but that they can also 

carry out those tasks swiftly and 
competently whenever the need 
arises.

True Heroes

Fire fighters are heroes, but in 
our mind, volunteer fire fighters 
are real heroes because they risk 
their lives without any thought of 
reward.

Which is why we believe that if 
the general public were aware 
just how unfairly our volunteer 
fire fighters are being treated by 
the bureaucrats, real changes 
would take place.

As readers of this magazine are 
aware, the voice of volunteer fire 
fighters is often marginalised – 
their experience and expertise 
disregarded by shire councils, 
state and federal government 
bodies. This disregard often 
places our volunteers, their 
families, and our communities 

at needless risk. The Volunteer 
Fire Fighters Association (VFFA) 
is fighting to give volunteer fire 
fighters a real voice.

What you Can Do To Help

If you are a volunteer fire fighter 
and you haven’t yet become 
a member, you should do so 
today. The membership fee is 
a ridiculously low $10, so there 
really is no excuse.

If you are not a volunteer fire 
fighter you can show your support 
for the VFFA by becoming a 
sponsor – contact the VFFA 
to discuss the opportunities 
available.

Contact Peter Cannon
Phone: 0428 697 634

Email: peter.cannon@
volunteerfirefighters.org.au

Post: VFFA, P.O. Box 148 
Peak Hill 2869
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Around 1200hrs on Friday 11th December 2009 a fire stared near 
the junction of Springwood Creek and the Grose River in the Blue 
Mountains National Park.

The fire quickly burnt up the steep slopes to the south of the 
Grose River and spread along Springwood and Kariwoga Ridges.

An aerial attack Friday afternoon limited the fire to about 40 Ha. 
Early next morning 2 x RAFT (Remote Area Fire Fighting Teams) 
from the Hawkesbury were airlifted to the base of the fire. They 
were flown up the narrow Grose River (with its towering cliffs) and 
exited the helicopter whilst it was hovering above a large rock in 
the middle of the River. 

Using two portable pumps teams contained the fire to the 
southern side of the Grose River, although extinguishing the fire in 
some of the deep debris beds proved difficult. Due to the steep 
terrain and high fire behaviour, water bucketing was used to 
control the fire on the slopes, and by the end of the day the fire 
was about 84 Ha.

Under improving conditions on Sunday, RAFT from Hawkesbury, 
the Blue Mountains and NPWS attacked the steep flanks working 

in conjunction with the water bucketing helicopters. On the ridge 
lines other RFS crews used fire trails and a walking track for 
containment. Over the next few days mopping up continued.

The successful containment was attributed to the rapid response 
of skilled aircrews, well trained RAFT and vehicle based crews.

Grose Head South Fire
Report by Brian Williams – Photos by Col Fullagar
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A Catastrophe is a very serious event that has already taken 
place (past tense) so that a catastrophe warning over radio, 
telephone, TV, is a warning of an event of terrible consequence 
about to happen, no mights or maybes, no remedy no counter 
action, when related to bush or grass fires.

All is already lost, leave your most valued possession (your home 
and contents) and flee to real or imagined safe place while our 
home burns down or nothing happens at all and the day passes 
without incident.

The above stupidity is the best answer the experts from our 
States and territories could come up with to prevent a repeat 
of 2007 disastrous Victorian fires that took 173 lives and huge 
property loss, This type of event is not new to Victoria, but has 
been occurring on a regular basis since 1851, with the tragic loss 
of life doubling, tripling, quadrupling each decade, with many of 
these “Catastrophic“ fires occurring in the same areas.

What this tells us is that the Victorians are very slow learners who 
allow the same life taking and property destroying fires to keep 
occurring for one hundred and fifty years.

The main recommendation from the enquiry into these fires 

recommend a change to the existing well known and understood 

Low to Extreme fire danger rating, how their New catastrophic 

warning system will change anything is difficult to understand, will 

it lead to more and better planned hazard reduction?

Hazard reduction or Fuel mitigation is the secret and magic 

panacea that we have all been searching for as long as we have 

been Brigade members, no fuel no fire, light fuel low intensity 

fires, take away the fuel you take away the danger. This of course 

has been lost to a great number of Learned Bureaucrats.

The latest building code for building in Bush fire Prone Areas from 

the Australian Standards Association rate Ironbark as a very fire 

resistant timber, I read this while warming myself in front of a slow 

combustion stove burning Ironbark, what is very resistant is brick, 

concrete blocks, corrugated iron, sorry bureaucrats, wood burns 

as does wood products, some fast some slow but if subjected to 

enough heat all timber will burn.

Proof of reduced fire intensity occurring in reduced fuel loads 

is well known and documented, I have witnessed this myself 

on numerous times during Blue Mountains Firefighting, during 

the disastrous Mid mountain Fires of December 1977 when the 

fire burning through 23 year old fuels (approximately 30 tonnes 

per hectare) took out 57 buildings and one life in a couple of 

hours, this fire burned through Bullaburra, Lawson, Hazelbrook, 

Woodford, unstoppable, the firefighting force was always behind 

the fire front trying to save houses.

A follow up enquiry 2 weeks after this fire estimated the brigades 

in attendance saved approximately 500 houses.

As the day ended and the temperature cooled slightly the fire ran 

into 11 year fuels, half the upper mountains fuel and the fire went 

from a fast moving crown fire to a slower moving ground fire.

The well worn cry from the NPWS. Forestry Commission and 

some RFS. Hierarchies is Hazard Reduction will not stop a 

Bushfire and it is not meant to. 

It is most important where crown fires become Ground fires, 

where Bushfire brigades can control and extinguish fires without 

danger to their lives and vehicles.

These buffer zones cleared of understory and ladder fuels and 

maintained as open park like areas for the use of local residents.

Instead of bollards, gates, roads, too dangerous to use in 

National Parks set aside for a small minority of young very fit 

bushwalkers, while the majority of taxpayers foot the bill for 

their upkeep.

Best wishes, Kevin Browne AFSM

Catastrophe – Fuel Mitigation 
or More of the Same

Report by Kevin Browne, AFSM
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The saga of the Yellow T-Shirt continues with RFS Head Office 
apparently now up to version nine of trials. It’s amazing how 
we’re still wasting money trialing something that has clearly 
generated so much anger among some districts with the heart 
of the matter being that there was & still is no consultation / 
communication towards this issue from the very start.

You may recall that the first edition of the Yellow T-Shirt was 
promptly rejected by female members of the Commissioners very 
own “old” brigade because while they were using a canvas hose 
that let’s say, tended to percolate above the norm, the female 
members then automatically entered the wet t-shirt competition 
thus causing great personal embarrassment. 

This issue made it to the media & a female member from the 
Hawkesbury District was we’re told, taken to task by local RFS 
management for having been seen in the paper wearing the 
offending T-Shirt.

Enter version two & now the VFFA is advised that we’ve arrived at 
version nine! The VFFA is also aware that an extraordinarily large 
amount of public money has been spent to date “trialing” these 
T-Shirts...somewhere around $750k plus we’re told. 

This amount could have put three new tankers in service for 
people out in the bush? This can only be described as obscene, 
how any responsible management team could spend so much 

money on something that has attracted so much negativity, 
so much anger & all because they (the RFS) chose not to 
communicate in the first place with those that matter most; the 
Volunteers! The level of contempt towards volunteers these days 
beggars belief.

The Senior Management Team specifically the Captains & Group 
Officers of my very own district voted unanimously at a meeting 
on Tuesday 8th December 2009 for our Group Captain to write 
to RFS Head Office on our behalf expressing our anger at the 
total lack of consultation re this new piece of apparel. A letter was 
written to the Executive Director Membership Services dated 14th 
December 2009 & apparently only after being prompted along 
the way, a written reply was received on 26th April 2010...four & 
a half months later! 

In the letter it apologises for the late response yet passes the 
baton of ownership of the T-Shirt problem to two very senior 
people within Head Office & states; the contents of your letter has 
been passed to these very people for their action of the matters 
you have raised for their information and for further discussion 
with you.

Further discussion with you hey? That letter of reply was written 
back on 26th of April so almost six months later we still haven’t 
heard boo from these two very senior people at RFS Head 
Office. On 7th September 2010 our Group Captain after being 
repeatedly asked if he had received a reply from Head Office 
wrote directly to the Commissioner outlining our situation, our 
anger, his anger & the fact that in ten months we’ve had nothing 
from Head Office.

At the time of writing this, I’m aware that a letter of 
“acknowledgment of letter” has been received back from 
the Commissioner’s office. To think that with all these Senior 
Executives at Head Office, most of whom are on grossly high 
salaries, can’t even find the time in almost ten months to work 
constructively to alleviate an issue of great concern & angst to 
the very people who give them their very work role is absolutely 
beyond comprehension. 

We as volunteers do our jobs with zest, vigour, commitment 
& a sheer love of the organisation of which we belong. As the 
years go by & with changes in legislations, we as officers of the 
service take on the heightened levels of responsibility & the extra 
demands that come with the role & we do what we do with little 
argument compared to what we could...yet here we have paid 
people taking such a blaze attitude to an issue of great concern 
to Volunteers?

Volunteers...the RFS’s singularly most important stakeholder!

The VFFA suggests that the Commissioner needs to & to use an 
old vernacular; grab the Bull by the Horn and urgently sort out the 
work performance levels of some senior staff members. Those 
not making the grade can always consider the Sydney Morning 
Herald, it has a great recruitment section.

* Jon Russell is the Captain of the Cottage Point Brigade within the district 

of Warringah / Pittwater on Sydney’s North, has been a volunteer for 31 

years & is deeply dedicated to everything that the RFS stands for.

The Yellow T-Shirt
Report by Jon Russell, Captain
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In 1948 the United Nations General 
Assembly adopted the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. Article 19 
affirms the right to free speech it says: 

‘Everyone has the right to freedom 
of opinion and expression; this right 
includes freedom to hold opinions 
without interference and to seek, receive 
and impart information and ideas through 
any media and regardless of frontiers.’ 

Although some parts of the treaty have 
been implemented into law, such as the 
Human Rights Commission Act 1981, no 
government has implemented the free 
speech provisions and therefore they are 
not enforceable by Australian courts. 

This is reflected ever so clearly within 
the NSW Rural Fire Service. While the 
acronym RFS evokes the thought of a 
volunteer based organisation the reality 
is fast becoming something completely 
different. The NSW Rural Fire Service is 
a government department that makes 
certain that all its employees are aware 
that they do not have the right to freedom 
of expression. While not wanting to 
jeopardise their employment they must be 
ever so careful what information they give 
to volunteers so they do not appear to be 
speaking out about ‘The Department’. 

Volunteers freely give of their time to help 
the community and have a deep concern 
about their environment not wanting 
to see the total destruction caused by 
wildfire they devote themselves in an 
attempt to limit its effect. While the tasks 
of a firefighter are predictably dangerous 

there should be an expectation that when 
serious safety concerns are noticed they 
should be able to bring it to the attention 
of the ‘white’ shirts with the assurance 
that they will work with them to resolve 
their concerns. 

Eucumbene Cove in the Snowy 
Mountains is considered the highest 
risk village within the Snow River Shire 
Council due to a number of factors 
including topography, aspect, slope, 
vegetation type and access. Situated on 
the edge of Eucumbene Dam the local 
brigades have urged the government to 
provide a safe egress and access out of 
the village by reducing fuel loads and to 
ensure that trees along the road edge can 
not impede access. If the road through 
Eucumbene cove became blocked 
there is no alternate route, no other 
escape and emergency vehicles such 
as ambulance could not reach anyone 
beyond the village which encompasses a 
large part of the Kosciusko National Park. 
A number of trees with one of particular 
note have caused local brigades grave 
concerns. The brigades continue to urge 
the hierarchy to listen to reason and give 
their safety priority, which is a reasonable 
request, but we live in a world where 
the NSW Rural Fire Service has deemed 
a dead and dangerous tree a habitat 
tree and rated it above the safety of 
volunteers.

There is no consequence for volunteers 
speaking out, but who should listen? 
We have some great local RFS staff who 
we don’t want to lose. They can not 

openly address our concerns for fear 
of reprisal. I am astounded to read in 
the Bush Fire Bulletin Vol 32 No 2 that 
to have the ear of the commissioner 
a brigade must enter a competition to 
win a ‘VIP Crew member for a shift – 
Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons’. 
At what point did a paid public servant 
become a VIP to which volunteers have 
to compete to be his audience.

Local Concerns But Who’s Listening
Fiona Suthern, NSW RFS Volunteer, Berridale Brigade.

Left: Located on the edge of the road into Eucumbene Cove is a large dying tree and if 
it fell would block the only fire escape. Pictured near the tree are the scientists engaged 
by the NSW RFS.

Below: Pictured here is an example of the type of trees the local brigade want removed.

Pictured are scientists engaged by the NSW RFS 
to map trees that the local brigade in the interest of 
public safety requested be removed. 

Information gathered by these scientists has been 
used to justify the trees non removal.
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PRESS RELEASE:

NSW Volunteer Firefighters demand an 
increase in Hazard Reduction Burning

“The Volunteer Fire Fighters Association, 
New South Wales, the only association 
solely representing the volunteers fire 
fighters in the Rural Fire Service of New 
South Wales, says that the Victorian 
Bushfire Royal Commission’s final report, 
does not go far enough to address the 
controversial issue of controlled burning on 
public lands.

The Royal Commission recognised that 
the amount of controlled burning in Victoria 
was insufficient to significantly reduce 
the risk of bushfires and the Commission 
recommended that controlled burning be 
increased to 5% of bushfire prone public 
land. The VFFA supports the position of 
eminent Australian bushfire expert David 
Packham, who advocates that controlled 
burning be increased between 5 and 10% 
of public land.

“Insufficient controlled burning and 
the adoption of pro green policies by 

successive State Governments and 
Local Councils allowed forest fuels to 
accumulate to the level which sustained 
the high intensity bushfire conflagration 
experienced on Black Saturday” says 
Peter Cannon. 

The VFFA is calling on the NSW 
Government to increase controlled 
burning on public lands in line with the 
recommendations of the Victorian Royal 
Commission. “Less than 1% of all bushfire 
prone lands in NSW are treated for fuel 
reduction by controlled burning across the 
state annually and this is not simply good 
enough says Peter Cannon.

Fuel reduction by controlled burning is the 
only proven management tool available 
to rural firefighters and land managers 
to reduce the ferocity of bushfires in the 
longer term.” says Peter Cannon.

The VFFA has also said that the final report 
has a number of omissions including the 
fact that not one of the recommendations 
requires those living in bushfire-prone 
areas to take any responsibility or do 
anything different themselves. 

The VFFA is concerned that everyone 
one of these recommendations is about 
what someone else should do and not the 
occupier of the land. 

“Once again, the taxpayers are going 
to foot a huge bill to pay for the 
incompetence and greed of Government 
Departments and self interest groups”, 
said Peter Cannon. 

Media Enquiries 

Association Contact: Peter Cannon  
President Contact Phone: 0414 980 639 
Volunteer Firefighters Association 
Peak Hill NSW 
Contact Phone: 0428 697 634
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On 26th September, we unveiled our new Memorial Wall and 

Native Garden in conjunction with our Open Day. The wall was 

erected with the voluntary labour of members. Plaques have been 

affixed and will continue to be added honouring members who 

have now passed on including a 21 year old, Bruce Peden, 

who lost his life fighting the devastating 1965 fires. 

Mr. Peter Alley, Zone Manager, officiated and Mr Tim Street, 

Community Safety Officer was also in attendance. Mr. Alley and 

Group 4 Captain, Mr. Stuart Martin both planted a ‘Firefighter’ 

rose at each end of the horse-shoe shaped wall, one of which 

was donated by Shepherd’s Hill Nursery of Marulan. The native 

shrubs were donated by Nirvalley Homestead Nursey, Cullulla.

There were in excess of 100 persons in attendance and all 

partook of a hot meal afterwards.

Whilst there are still a few grey areas surrounding the inception of 

our Brigade’ it seems that it had its beginnings in the very early 

1950s and was in full swing by 1952, the first Captain appears 

to have been my Grandfather Mr. Tom Hockey. At the moment 

we have a membership well over 100 with more than 50 being 

‘active’ members.

PS: Another 21 plaques were added to the wall this year Sep 25th. 

And another 20 are ready waiting for next year, which will bring us up 

to date, and then additional plaques will be added when the occasion 

arises on our Open Day each year.

Windellama Bushfire Brigade
(40km south east of Goulburn in Southern Tablelands Zone)

Report by Rex Hockey, President

Below: Plaques on Wall

Wall after completion

Peter Alley, Zone Manager; Rex Hockey, President; Jim Meehan, Captain

Stuart Martin, Gp. Captain planting rose
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2003 The Year That 
“Fffffed” Me About

By Tim Cathles

FIRST CAME THE FAMINE, HAD ME FEEDING THE SHEEP

TWICE IN FOUR DAYS, NO TIME TO FEEL WEAK

FOLLOWED BY FIRES, HAD ME BUSY FOR WEEKS

FIRES BURNT ALL THE FENCES, WHICH ALL FELL IN 

HEAPS

FREAK-STORMS SCOURED THE HILLS, WHICH FLOWED

DOWN THE CREEK 

FILLING DAMS WITH TRASH, MAN DID IT REEK

FILTH IN THE DAMS, MADE MY FISH FLOAT

ONE HALF OF FOUR HUNDRED, PICKED UP IN THE BOAT

FURNACED FOSSILS AND FOLIAGE, FORCED 

DOWN THE GULLIES 

REMOVED ALL THE FLOODGATES, CAUSING ME WORRIES

FERAL DOGS IN THE PADDOCKS, FANGS IN THE SHEEP

FIFTEEN SCORE OR MORE, THE FUTURE WAS BLEAK

FUTILE TENANTS IN HOUSES, MAKING A MESS

FARE-WELLED THE JOINT, CLEANUP? YOU GUESS

MY RED DOG CALLED FLOYD, FAILED TO RETURN

SEARCHING FOR WEEKS, WAS SUCH A CONCERN

THE FIBREGLASS POOL, SLUMPED AT THE SIDES

THE COST OF REPAIR, FINANCES! I CRIED

PHENERGAN REQUIRED, ALLERGIC REACTION

WASHING POWDER THE FIEND,

HAD ME ITCHIN AND SCRATCHIN 

FIBREGLASS SPRAY TANK, COUGHT GOLDCOST CHROME

AWAY FOR SOME FIXING, COULDN’T DO IT AT HOME

OFF TO THE DENTIST, FILLINGS FOR TEETH

FIVE MONTHS LATER, STILL NO RELIEF

MORE FROM THE PHARMACY, HYPER-TENSION

THIS TIME 

CAN YOU FATHOM IT, I THINK IT’S A SIGN

FLUCTUATION OF POWER, HAS FRIED ALL MY PUMPS

WHAT A FARCE OF A YEAR, I’M DOWN IN THE DUMPS

THE NEIGHBOUR’S GOT FOOTROT,

INFLAMED SORE SHEEP FEET

AROUND BOUNDARY FENCES,

THAT FUNGUS HE CAN KEEP

FREAK-STORMS JUST KEEP COMING, 

FUNNELED DOWN THE FISSURES

FLATTENED FENCES, FLOODGATE FAILURE, 

NOT ONE OF MY WISHES

FLOURISHING WEEDS IN THE FIELDS,

PURPLE FLOWERS

FAR AND WIDE

FLOWED DOWN THE CREEKS, ON THE HIGH TIDE

LIGHTENING HIT THE WIRES, FRACTURED THE POLE

THE METER GOT FRIED, DROP-FUSES A MOLE

HORSES WITH FOUNDER, LOCKED UP IN A YARD

TO FAT IN THE FIELD, BE ON YOUR GUARD

TIME TO JET SHEEP, FLIES WE DON’T NEED

FREQUENCY OF RAIN, HAS PLANTED THE SEED 

FOWLS HITCHING RIDES, UNDER THE TRAY

GOOD FORTUNE ON HER SIDE, HUNG ON ALL THE WAY

FLATOUT FOR WORK, JUST NOT ENOUGH HOURS

SPARROWS FART TO NIGHT FALL, SUN AND RAIN 

SHOWERS

INFECTIONS FROM FILLINGS, IN MY SORE TEETH

FOUR MONTHS PLUS FOUR MORE, STILL NO RELIEF 

MEDICATION TO TAKE, FORTNIGHT TILL NEW YEAR

NO FERMENTED FRUIT, FESTIVE SEASON HERE

FINALLY THE NEW YEAR, TIME TO MOVE ON

FRACTURED TOOTH PULLED, FERAL DOGS GONE

FORGET FRUSTRATION, MOVE FORWARD ALL THE TIME

GRASS IN THE FIELDS, FULL TANKS AND DAMS MINE
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Well that’s the question that comes to mind when viewing the 
sign writing on the side of the new Isuzu fire tankers currently 
being produced by the NSWRFS – see photo below.

From the photo, it can be clearly seen that the tankers have 
received some cosmetic changes from the previous models. 
In particular, the Brigade name has been removed from its former 
prominent location on the top of the locker and relegated to a 
lower section of the locker. Interestingly, the font size is also 
markedly different with the Brigade name considerably smaller 
than the larger sign writing depicting the name of the service. 
The larger red/white reflective danger tape has also been 
extended from the cabin across the top of the locker to the back 
of the tanker.

Photo 1 – New Isuzu tanker with sign writing

In answering the question raised in paragraph 1 above, I would 
ask RFS members to consider what it means to them and their 
Brigade to have the Brigade name located prominently on the 
side of the truck. 

From my perspective, there are several good reasons why the 
Brigade name should be resurrected to its former size and 
location:-

•	OH&S – locating and identifying the tanker can be difficult at 
the best of times on the fire ground, particularly at night. If the 
Brigade name is prominent, it can aid crews in locating their 
tanker. Additionally, if the tanker is involved in an accident 
on the fire ground, the Brigade is more readily identified at 
distance by emergency crews responding to assist,

•	Community – the local community are renowned for supporting 
its Brigade in so many ways such as donating vital funds 
and equipment to maintain the operation of the Brigade. The 
prominence of the name allows local people to identify with 
the Brigade and engender community support and recognition 
for the work it does as well as facilitate local recruitment and 
fundraising,

•	Brigade pride – members can be fiercely proud of their Brigade 
and the community in which they live, represent and protect. 

It differentiates the Brigade from other fire and emergency 

services and encourages a sense of ownership which can lead 

to better performance and maintenance of Brigade vehicles,

•	Command and control – the location and size of the Brigade 

name on the side of the tanker can assist crew leaders, group 

officers and sector officers and other services in identifying and 

locating tankers on the fire ground, particularly when multiple 

Brigades are involved at an incident.

On the face of it, there is no logical reason for these changes, 

unless my cynical mind suggests some conspiracy to align the 

look of the new RFS tankers with the NSW Fire Brigades. 

The service name is clearly depicted on the front cabin doors of 

the new tankers. Therefore the service name is duplicated on 

the tanker, most likely at significant cost to the service if you add 

together the cumulative cost of sign writing across the entire 

service fleet.

There is no objection to the additional red/white tape as this 

enhances the visibility of the tanker and safety on the fire ground,

In the end, why fix something that is not broken. Change for the 

sake of change is not always a good thing. Volunteer Brigades 

in Victoria (CFA) and South Australia (CFS) maintain large sign 

writing depicting the name of the Brigade on the side of their 

modern fire tankers. If it’s good enough for them then it is good 

enough for the NSWRFS. 

In my opinion, there is no compelling evidence to support this 

change and hence I would implore the NSW RFS to reconsider 

this awful decision and relocate the Brigade name back to its 

former location at the top of the lockers. The name must be in a 

sizable font that can be easily recognised by Brigade members, 

fire ground commanders, the community and other emergency 

services. It would be a great outcome if on this occasion, 

common sense could prevail.

I would also comment that at the Alectown fires in December 2004 

near Parkes central west NSW. At the debrief following that fire it was 

accepted that all fire trucks in that Mid Lachlan Valley Zone would 

go to a full brigade name down the side and rear of the Brigade Fire 

Tankers. Also it should be readable at night this was a major concern 

to us on the fire ground as identifying brigade fire trucks on the fire 

ground so we could communicate.

THIS SHOULD BE DRIVEN TO APPLY STATE WIDE, THIS IS 

COMMON SENSE. THIS IS AN OH&S ISSUE. 

Peter Cannon, Group Captain – VFFA President.

What’s in a Name?
Report by Michael Scholz, Treasurer VFFA Region East, Captain Wilberforce Rural Fire Brigade, 

33 Years Service NSWRFS
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With harvest usually comes fires started 
by headers, not always on the hottest 
day, and also questions on when to stop 
harvesting.

Most of the fires involving headers 
that have occurred in The Mid Lachlan 
Valley Team area have been a result of 
mechanical problems such as overheated 
bearings or belts, usually happening 
early in the harvest. Fires have also been 
attributed to static electricity igniting fine 
dust and also material in the trash chute

It is felt this is due to a bearing being 
overlooked during the pre-season 
greasing and checking of the header. 
This can lead to the bearing seizing and 
in doing so have enough heat to start any 
flammable material smouldering and if 
enough heat igniting.

This is not the only possible source, as if 
the bearing that fails has a v-belt running 
over it this can also overheat and lead to 
a fire.

To try to overcome this we recommend, 
as does the manufacturer, that harvesters 
are cleaned daily to remove the build up 
of debris around moving parts, engine 
components, exhaust manifolds and 
components.  

Regular lubrication as per the 
manufacturer’s recommendations and 
the checking of electrical connections, 
wiring and battery security will also help 
to reduce the likelihood of fire involving 
the machine.

We also encourage the use of some form 
of rapid response fire fighting equipment, 
whether it is a knapsack, fire extinguisher 
or fire fighting pump and water on the 

back of a vehicle, by the machine’s 
owner/operator.

Unfortunately there are not enough 
RFS fire fighting vehicles, or personnel, 
to enable the RFS to have one in each 
paddock during harvest. We therefore 
rely on the harvester to comply with 
regulations regarding fire equipment 
required on a harvesting machine and the 
regular maintenance and checking of the 
machine during its use.

Another problem that arises is when 
to cease harvesting due to climatic 
conditions.

As many headers are air conditioned 
many operators are unaware of the 
climatic conditions such as temperature, 
humidity and wind strength changing and 
can therefore not realise the danger.

In the Mid Lachlan Valley Team area on 
days of predicted severe or higher fire 
danger the staff monitor the conditions 
and if it is felt warranted the Group 
Captains across the team are contacted 
for advice on what measures should be 
taken to reduce the risk of fire during the 
worst of the day.

This recommendation can vary from 
advice to operators to check their 
local conditions and possibly consider 
cessation of operations during the 
worst part of the day to a strong 
recommendation to cease harvesting till 
conditions improve. With the new weather 
forecasting being used by the RFS it is 
hoped that a time frame can be included 
in this so as not to inconvenience the 
operator any more than is felt required.

Farmers and contractors may question 

the need to stop harvesting but unless 

the operators are confident that they 

can contain the blaze they should cease 

harvesting during extreme risk periods.

Are you that confident? I would doubt 
that. It is not worth the risk, so pull up 
and do your harvest repairs. 

This advice is provided to the local radio 
stations, in particular the ABC, as well as 
being sent out by pager and now, with 
mobile phone coverage slowly improving, 
via SMS to those who wish to receive the 
advice.

One of the problems with this process 
is that insurance companies may use 
this advice as a reason for not paying 
an insurance claim if a fire should occur 
during the indicated time. This matter 
should be raised with your insurance 
company so an informed decision can be 
made. 

Another side effect is that if the harvesting 
is suspended due to the high temperature 
it is only natural for people to find a 
cool place to wait. This is usually in the 
comfort of the house and as a result there 
are fewer eyes on the look out for smoke. 

Sometimes you are damned if you do and 
damned if you don’t.

This is how we see the problems during 
grain harvest and the most dangerous 
time of the year in the rural communities.

I am just one of all the Group Captains 
that take our responsibly seriously in the 
Mid Lachlan Valley Team area.

Using Headers during Harvest
Peter Cannon, Group Captain Mid Lachlan Valley Team Forbes, Volunteer Member on BFMC 

Senior Management Team Parkes.
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Q1:  The great bushfires of recent times resulted from unaddressed fuel build-up. What are your burnoff targets both in hectares and 
as a percentage of State controlled land? Will a policy of targeting burnoffs in high priority areas be developed (similar to the 
Canobolas model)?

A1: The NSW Liberals & Nationals will release our policies for bushfire risk reduction before the election. As shadow minister I have 
repeatedly demonstrated the NSW Labor Government’s inaction in relation to hazard reduction and have consistently stated that 
more needs to be done, although we do not support percentage targets.

Q2:  The current Native Vegetation legislation and the Bushfire Act make it almost impossible to get widespread hazard reduction burns 
done. Will these acts be repealed or simplified?

A2: The NSW Liberals & Nationals are committed to ‘getting off the backs’ of volunteers to let them get on with the business of fighting 
fires. Where it can be demonstrated that there are unnecessary legislative or regulatory impediments we will review and repeal them 
as a matter of priority.

Q3:  Autonomy of local brigades and localised fire management were swept away when the RFS was formed. The RFS was set up to “…
assist the volunteer brigades to form a cohesive fire fighting force...” The RFS structure is now the other way around. It has become 
politicised to such an extent that it has become self serving. We believe that grass roots brigades should once again be 
re-empowered to do what we did so well under the old structure with very little cost to the taxpayer. Your comments.

A3: The Rural Fire Service has grown in size and responsibility since its formation. While this is an appropriate response to the horrific 
costs of bushfire, the NSW Liberals & Nationals are committed to ensuring the RFS is also focussed on increasing volunteer numbers 
and enhancing their role within the organisation.

Q4: Unpaid volunteer fire fighters comprise 98% of the RFS yet have no say in policy making or management. Would you consider 
taking on VFFA members as policy consultants to assist in restructuring the RFS.

A4: The NSW Liberals & Nationals are committed to ensuring the RFS is focussed on increasing volunteer numbers and enhancing their 
role within the organisation. If elected we will work with all members of the RFS to achieve this.

Q5: Volunteers are banned from speaking to the media under current RFS rules. Only RFS spin doctors can talk to the press. Do you 
believe that volunteers should be able to speak openly to the media and tell it the way they see it – without fear of vilification?

A5: The NSW Labor Government is addicted to spin over substance. If elected, the NSW Liberals & Nationals will review the relevant RFS 
Service Standards to ensure an appropriate balance between brigade autonomy and operational integrity. Input will be sought from all 
members of the RFS into this review.)

VFFA Questionnaire
This questionnaire was sent to both the current Emergency Services Minister and the Shadow Minister. 

The answers are those given by Melinda Pavey, the Shadow Minister. The Government Minister, Steve Whan, did not reply.

G’Day readers, this is the second part of the story re the Crew 
Leader Supervision saga.

To start off you may recall we had agreed to an assessment on 
demand, this being at the end of May 2010. We attended on that 
day and all did the theory test. I was then told to go to another 
room and with two other members undertake a scenario. This we 
did and completed that in about an hour and a half. We were then 
told that was all, and we had passed.

Remember the two others who were with me, also for 
“Assessment on demand”? Well, they did the theory test and were 
then made to do scenario after scenario and spent the rest of the 
day doing this until they walked out. So much for “Assessment on 
demand”!  If I and others had one thing confirmed yet again is that 
the Rural Fire Service is undoubtedly consistently inconsistent!

Please remember one of these members had lost a day’s work, 
the other two had also lost work but as they are self employed I 
guess it was not as serious. Please bear the above in mind when 
you read what happened next!

About two weeks after this event I received a phone call. I will not 
identify the person suffice to say he is with L and D Homebush 
(The Bunker) and I have known him for many years although not 
seen him too often. 

After the usual pleasantries he said, “I have read your article in 
the VFFA magazine and so you know, this office staff do take 
a half day flexi day on a Friday which is why you could not get 
any answer when you called. Also what you said the article is 
completely correct! You and the others did not have to do that 
course.”

After I settled back down I thanked him and pointed out the 
confusion and frustration that had occurred in trying to get a 
straightforward answer to our questions. Something that we had 
been trying to get for a long time before , during and after, the 
assessment . He agreed this was unsatisfactory and then went 
into a detailed explanation of the course and who should do it. I 
suggested that this information should be clearly set out in hard 
copy and circulated to all districts as soon and as clearly as 
possible.(We are still waiting for that!)

So after a few more minutes of talk I again thanked him and 
terminated the call. I then called the other two members from our 
Brigade who had been stuffed around .and told them what I had 
been informed. I cannot have their comments printed! 

So while it is nice to have apparently been shown to be correct 
in something, I believe that this issue should never have reached 
this stage. But in a funny way, perhaps it is somewhat comforting 
to be reassured that the NSW Rural Fire Service, aside from 
many other things, is most surely the winner of the Consistently 
Inconsistent Award for 2010!

Did The Goal Posts Move Again?
Report by Al Lukes
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Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
Membership Application

You can now join free of charge

Or option 2 – whole brigade sign up 
on one membership form with an attached list 
of names and addresses added.

Your details

Surname:

Given Names:

Date of Birth:

Occupation:

Gender: Male Female

Your contact information

Address:

Town:

Post code:

Postal Address:

Town:

Post code:

Phone B/H: Phone A/H:

Fax: 

Mobile:

Email:

Protecting the community 
and the environment

Please complete and return to the VFFA Membership Officer to 2037 Dry Plain’s Road, Dry Plain. NSW 2630 
VFFA Mobile Contact No: 0427 697 608 
Or fill in the form on the website – www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au

Your RFS Membership

Are you employed by the NSW RFS? Yes No

Brigade:

Shire Area and Region:

Position in Brigade: Captain Group Captain 

Snr Deputy Captain 

Group Officer 

Deputy Captain Firefighter

Start Date/Years of Service: Joined date:     /    / Years of Service:

Signature:
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